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The dissemination of monastic culture in the Grand
Duchy of Lithuania and the impact thereof on the
local musical repertoire in the seventeenth century1
The dissemination of monastic culture in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania had
a profound effect on the country’s cultural life. By the seventeenth century
quite a few Christian religious orders had sent their members to settle
here. Since the Christianization of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in 1387
monastics became instrumental in creating, preserving and enhancing the
institutions of religious and secular learning and in transmitting Western
cultural goods, artefacts, and intellectual skills. When the first Franciscan
and Dominican friars settled in the territory of pagan Lithuania in the
beginning of the thirteenth century, they sought acceptance within the local
society and laid foundation for the arrival of Roman Catholic Church in
these lands.2 The official Christianization of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania
led to even more active expansion of monastic networks and activities. The
latter extended to various domains of culture and social life, catering to
the needs of different classes. Living in isolated communities, some of them
under a strict rule, monks and mendicant friars were harbingers of Western
civilization in many areas of the country’s life (like medicine, agronomy,
gastronomy) and social domains, including learning and arts.
By establishing monasteries and expanding the range of their activi-
ties across the country, these religious orders have also contributed to the
spread of Western musical practice. This is evidenced by four seventeenth-
century collections of music, which were handwritten in the cities of Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth – Vilnius, Braunsberg (Braniewo), Oliwa, Po-
lotsk, and Kražiai. The Braunsberg-Oliwa organ tablature (1619),3 the
1Thanks to Liudas Jovaiša and Karolis Tumelis for their advices.
2Darius Baronas, “Pranciškonu˛ misionieriai ir kankiniai Lietuvoje XIII–XIV a.” [Fran-
ciscan Missionaries and Martyrs in 13th–14th century Lithuania], in: Pirmieji
pranciškonu˛ žingsniai Lietuvoje XIII–XVIII a. [The First Steps of Franciscan Fri-
ars in Lithuania in the 13th and 14th Centuries], Vilnius 2006, p. 10. – Viktoras
Petkus, Dominikonai Lietuvos kultu¯roje [The Dominicans in Lithuanian Culture], Vil-
nius 2004, pp. 40–43.
3Preserved at the Wróblewski Library of the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences, signature
LMABRS F15–284.
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Sapieha album (also known as the Vilnius tablature, ca. 1626),4 the organ-
ist’s notebook from Kražiai (also known as Adam of Wągrowiec tablature,
ca. 1618),5 and the manuscript No. 10002 from the Jagiellonian Library6
served the needs of various Catholic religious orders – the Jesuits, the Cis-
tercians, and the Bernardines. Thus the repertoire of sacred and secular
works preserved in these manuscripts might be considered as an active
‘playlist’ that primarily represented musical culture nurtured within these
monastic communities. But at the same time, at least to certain extent,
these manuscripts also reflect some general trends characteristic of the
country’s musical life.
Missionaries of Catholic Culture
By the end of the seventeenth century, tens of different monastic orders
from Western Europe resided in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. Among
the largest communities were the Dominicans, the Franciscans, the Bernar-
dines, the Benedictines, the Jesuits, the Cistercians, the Piarists, the Car-
melites, the Trinitarians, and the Fatebenefratelli (or the Brothers Hospi-
tallers of Saint John of God), as well as representatives of Eastern Catholic
Orthodox Church, such as the Basilians, and Ruthenian Catholic Church,
like the Uniates.
Some monastic orders were enthusiastic patrons of the arts, functioning
as a hub for the nurture of creative arts and beautification of their environ-
ment. The Dominican friars, for instance, were especially concerned about
decorating their churches and convents with the high art. In Lithuania the
interiors of the newly built Dominican churches have been likewise amply
decorated with the works of art and architectural embellishments. The Do-
minicans decorated their churches long before the magnates and wealthy
citizens did the same in their residences.7 Novel architectural forms and
impressive interiors of the churches, decorated with most elaborate sacred
art of the time, ought to fascinate and inspire the faithful to devotion. Mu-
sic served similar purposes for its ability to reach the depths of the human
soul. Surviving fifteenth- and sixteenth-century hymnals owned by the
4Preserved at the Martynas Mažvydas National Library of Lithuania, signature
F 105−67.
5Preserved at the Wróblewski Library of the Lithuanian Academy of Sciences, signature
F 30–119.
6Preserved at the Jagiellonian Library of the Jagiellonian University, signature 127/56.
7Petkus, op. cit., p. 8.
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Bernardines of Vilnius testify to the enduring practice of Gregorian chant
in these communities. To make plainsong more accessible to the laity some
of the chants were translated into Lithuanian.8 Later on, in the second half
of the sixteenth century, the Jesuits frequently preached in Lithuanian, for
they understood that they could reach more faithful by using the native
language of the region.9
Various orders took active part in teaching and education. Schools at
various levels of education were founded in the monasteries, with an aim
to nurture the next generation. Thousands of young people have been
educated in schools run by monastic orders. Monastic schools helped to
increase the literacy and loyalty to Christianity in the lay society. Quite a
few of the students would eventually join the clergy.10
Transnational Networks of Schools
The Braunsberg-Oliwa organ tablature, the organist’s notebook from Kra-
žiai, and the manuscript from the Jagiellonian University were all compiled
in Jesuit colleges. The mentioned manuscripts reflect the music curriculum
and repertoire practiced in Jesuit schools; music practice (and, particularly,
chanting) was an integral part of teaching / learning process in monastic
schools run by diverse religious orders. Monastic schools that have been
established and operated in the territory of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania
belonged to the transnational networks of respective orders. Each such
network had a unified curriculum and a certain model of education system,
which has been applied more or less uniformly in various places around the
continent.
Dominican monasteries ran more than fifty schools in the territory of
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. In 1507 the first school (studium
particulare) in Vilnius was founded at the convent of the Holy Spirit. Later
on, in 1524, it was reorganized into a school of higher education (studium
8Ju¯rate˙ Trilupaitiene˙, “Iš Lietuvos bernardinu˛ muzikinio gyvenimo istorijos” [From
the History of Musical Life in the Community of the Lithuanian Bernardines], in:
Menotyra, Vilnius 2005, Vol. 38, No. 1, p. 21.
9Andrzej Kopiczko, “The Jesuits in the Diocese of Ermland in the 16th–18th Centuries”,
in: Jesuits in Lithuania (1608–2008): Life, Work, Heritage, Vilnius 2012, p. 269.
– Ju¯rate˙ Trilupaitiene˙, Je˙zuitu˛ muzikine˙ veikla Lietuvoje [Musical Activities of the
Jesuits in Lithuania], Vilnius 1995, p. 43.
10Kopiczko points out to the fact that, for example, some 1 400 students have graduated
from the Papal Seminary (Alumnate) in Braunsberg during 220 years of its activity,
op. cit., p. 265.
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generale), which conferred four levels of medieval academic degrees (prae-
sentatus, lector, baccalaureus, magister) and offered a curriculum adopted
from the University of Bologna.11 By the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury Dominican colleges in Vilnius, Zabiały [Lith. Žabeliai or Zabe˙lai] and
Grodno granted more than a thousand academic degrees.
Another substantial network of schools in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century Poland-Lithuania was created by Basilian monks of the Ukrainian
Greek Catholic Church. Their school curriculum sought to combine East-
ern Orthodox theology, the Old Church Slavonic, Ruthenian, Jewish and
Greek languages with the Western theology and Latin language.12 Music
practice was perfectly attuned to the ideas of union between Eastern and
Western rites, combining, for instance, psalms in Ruthenian language with
Western mensural notation.13 Schools that accepted girls as students were
run by the Benedictine, Basilian and Bernardine nuns.
One of the most influential networks of schools in the seventeenth cen-
tury was organized by the Society of Jesus. The Jesuits arrived in the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth at the time when various monastic or-
ders tried to outrival each other in caring for the cultural needs of the
society. This competition became particularly intense between 1575 and
1610, even more fuelled by the activity of Reformed Protestants.14 With
the support from the influential magnates in Lithuania, for example, the
Radziwiłł family, members of the Reformed Church organized to form a
powerful public movement, which, among other ambitious goals, sought to
establish a protestant university. This goal was never achieved. But the
Protestant Reformation instigated the authorities of the Catholic Church
to consolidate and initiate a comprehensive Counter-Reformation campaign
11Petkus, op. cit., p. 51.
12Aleksandr Suša, “The Relations between the Jesuits and the Basilians in the Sphere of
Education in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania”, in: Jesuits in Lithuania (1608–2008):
Life, Work, Heritage, Vilnius 2012, p. 235. Ludwik Grzebień, “The Circumstances of
Partition of the Polish Province and the Origin of the Lithuanian Province”, in: ibid.,
p. 20.
13Aleksandra Pister, “Uniate Chants Glorifying Sigismund Vasa’s Triumph: Features of
the Musical Structure and Notation”, in: Day of Triumph. The Victory at Smolensk
on June 13, 1611 and the Ceremonial Reception of Sigismund Vasa in Vilnius on
July 24, 1611, Vilnius 2011, pp. 86–89.
14Inge˙ Lukšaite˙, “Reformacija Lietuvoje (I)” [The Reformation in Lithuania (I)], 3 Oc-
tober 2008, available at <https://www.lksb.lt/lt/straipsnis/reformacija-lietuvoje-i>
(6 May 2019).
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that was effectively implemented by the Jesuits in the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth. Besides preaching and pastoral work, their most efficient
tool proved to be education.
Leaders in education
In the second half of the sixteenth century, when the Jesuits were invited
to start their mission in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, there was
quite a broad range of schools that belonged to various religious orders.15
Shortly thereafter, however, the Jesuits assumed a leading position in ed-
ucational work. In less than fifteen years after their arrival in the Grand
Duchy of Lithuania and only nine years since their mission was established
in Vilnius, the Jesuit academy was founded in Vilnius, in 1579 – an earliest
institution of higher education in Eastern Europe to receive the status of a
university. By the end of the eighteenth century the Jesuits were in charge
of the most influential cultural and educational institutions in Lithuania.16
Having settled in a new territory, the Jesuits usually created multi-level
educational infrastructure that would meet the needs of various social
classes and local communities. This infrastructure consisted of schools
at all levels of education, which accommodated students from both urban
areas and more remote parishes. One of the earliest school complexes in
the territory of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was founded in the
Diocese of Warmia, which also included Braunsberg.17 Later on the Jesuits
applied similar model of educational infrastructure in Vilnius, Kražiai and
Polotsk. It is important to note that children from impoverished families
who entered Jesuit primary schools were especially privileged by having
a possibility to study not only classical languages (Latin and Greek), but
also their native languages depending on the region: German in Brauns-
berg, Lithuanian and Polish in Vilnius and Kražiai, Ruthenian in Polotsk,
etc. The above-mentioned manuscripts bear inscriptions in these languages:
Latin and German in the Braunsberg-Oliwa organ tablature; Latin and Pol-
ish in the organist’s notebook from Kražiai; Polish and Chancery Slavonic
in the manuscript from the Jagiellonian University.
15Adolfas Šapoka, Lietuvos istorija [The History of Lithuania], Kaunas 1936,
pp. 339−347.
16Ibid., p. 339.
17Kopiczko, op. cit., p. 258.
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From the musical notebooks of the alumni
The four seventeenth-century collections of music have been compiled and
belonged to the alumni of monastic schools whose needs they once served.
These collections were generally compiled in the process of study and
used in monastic schools. The Sapieha album (1626) belonged to Teofila
Sapieżanka who was educated by the Bernardine nuns in Vilnius and took
vows as a nun herself by the late sixteenth century. This is testified by the
surviving Sapieha supralibros on the title page of the album with the initial
letters TSPWXLZSFFISM, which read in Polish as Teofila Sapieżanka Pod-
kanclerzanka Wielkiego Xięstwa Litewskiego Zakonu Swiętego Franciszka
Fundatorka (?) I Siostra Mniejsza (Teofila Sapieżanka, [daughter] of the
Deputy Chancellor of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, Funder [?] of the Or-
der of Saint Francis and Nun of Lesser Sisters). The album comprises var-
ious parts of the mass by anonymous composers (including Kyrie, Christe,
Sanctus, Benedictus, Agnus Dei, and Magnificat), several sacred compo-
sitions for voice and basso continuo and some ricercars by Girolamo Fres-
cobaldi from his collection Recercari et canzoni francese, published in Rome
in 1615. It also contains 25 glued inserts of copper etchings, depicting
scenes from the life of St Francis of Assisi.18
One of the compilers of the Braunsberg-Oliwa tablature (1619) was the
Cistersian monk Jacob Apfell who was the alumnus of the Jesuit college
in Braunsberg. His name is mentioned several times in the manuscript
(in Latin: Sum Iacobus Apfell), stating that he had studied in Warmia
(in Latin: Iacobus Apfell Studiosus Vormditensis).19 This statement is
confirmed by the chronicle of the Braunsberg college as of June 17th, 1612,
which lists him as member of the student congregation in the faculty of
18Stanisława Link-Lenczowska and Joanna Winiewicz-Wolska, “Album Sapieżyńskie”
[The Sapieha Album], in: Sapiehovie: kolekcjonerzy i mecenasi [The Sapieha Family:
Collectors and Patrons], Krakòw 2011, p. 393. – Aleksandra Pister, “Sapiegu˛ albu-
mas: ku¯riniu˛ vargonams ir vario raižiniu˛ rinkinys” [The Sapieha Album: A Collection
of Organ Works and Copper Etchings], in: Kryžiai yra dorybe˙s ženklas o stre˙le˙ –
pergale˙s. . . Sapiegos – valstybininkai, meno mecenatai ir kolekcininkai [The Crosses
Stand for Virtue, the Arrow for Victory. . . The Sapiehas – Statesmen, Art Patrons
and Collectors], Vilnius 2012, p. 506.
19Aleksandra Pister, “Die Braunsberger Orgeltabulatur: Eine Sammelhandschrift aus
dem Preußen des 17. Jahrhunderts” [The Braunsberg Organ Tablature: A 17th-cen-
tury Collection of Music from Prussia], in: Musik-Sammlungen – Speicher interkul-
tureller Prozesse [Collections of Music – Repositories of Intercultural Processes], ed. by
Erik Fischer, Stuttgart 2007, p. 209.
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theology. Having completed his studies, he spent part of his life serving
in the Cistersian Monastery in Oliwa where he continued to compile the
manuscript of the tablature (hence its double name). Apfell died from
plague in 1653 and was buried in the monastery church in Oliwa.20
The organist’s notebook from Kražiai (1618) originated in the Jesuit col-
lege in Kražiai, one of the major cultural and educational centres in Samogi-
tia. The school had its own student theatre and a boarding school for mu-
sicians (since about 1625).21 The repertoire contained in the manuscript
features both rather elaborate compositions (such as works by the then
famous organists, Vincenzo Bertolusi and Adam of Wągrowiec, who served
in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth), and uncomplicated anonymous
pieces obviously aimed at the development of the organist’s instrumental
technique, composing and improvising skills. The owner of the manuscript
might have been mentioned in the missing title page. One page bears the
name Joseph (perhaps referring to a student) written next to a few ca-
dences. Examples of imitative counterpoint, exercises in diminution and
cadential chord progressions were used for instruction and practice of the
students.
The repertoire of the manuscript from the Jagiellonian University (mid-
seventeenth century, Polotsk) is similar to that of the Braunsberg-Oliwa
tablature. This collection contains intabulations of both sacred and secular
works, pieces for consorts of instruments, keyboard music, quite a few
dances, and examples of basso continuo with and without text.22 Some
postscripts to the pieces seem to refer to certain roles, such as Triton,
Sycophant, Man. There are also a few dances meant for performance on
stage, for example balleto and balleto secondo. These compositions were
20Jan Janca, “Oliwskie Tabulatury organowe /ok. 1619 r. Nowe źródła do historii mu-
zyki w Gdańsku i na Warmii” [Organ Tablatures from Oliwa Compiled in 1619. New
Sources for the History of Music in Gdansk and Warmia], in: Muzyka w Gdańsku
wczoraj i dziś [Music in Gdansk: Past and Present], Vol. II, Gdańsk 1992, p. 28.
21Laima Budzinauskiene˙ and Rasa Murauskaite˙, Liber Organistarum Collegii Crosensis
Societatis Jesu, Warszawa 2017, p.XVIII. – Ju¯rate˙ Trilupaitiene˙, Klavyrine˙ XVII
amžiaus Lietuvos muzika [17th-century Keyboard Music in Lithuania], Vilnius 2004,
p. 14.
22Jerzy Gołos and Jan Stęszewski, Muzyczne Silva Rerum z XVII wieku. Rękopis
127/56 Biblioteki Jagiellonskiej [Musical Silva Rerum from the 17th Century.
Manuscript No. 127/56 from the Jagiellonian Library], Polskie Wydawnictwo Muzy-
czne, Warszawa 1970, p.XIV.
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most likely played during performances at the Jesuit college theatre in
Polotsk.23
The Braunsberg-Oliwa organ tablature and the manuscript from the
Jagiellonian University, associated with the Jesuit college in Polotsk, con-
tain quite a few pieces of dance music. Every now and then students of
Jesuit colleges would throw dance parties to brighten up their daily ex-
istence and on various festive occasions. The contexts and scenarios of
such dance parties remain a subject of conjecture. But just to get an
idea, these manuscripts feature some of the Western-style dances, such as
Chorea, Paduana, Galiarda and Passemus, German-style dances defined
briefly as Tanz, and some popular dances from the time of the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth, such as Witany, Tarapata, Pagamoszka, and
Wychodzony.
Missionaries of the Christian culture in the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth brought along the music by celebrated composers of the time. As
a testimony to that, the four surviving collections of music abound in
the names of significant composers from the late Renaissance and early
Baroque eras, including Orlando di Lasso, Girolamo Frescobaldi, Orazio
Vecchi, Lodovico Viadana, William Byrd, Andreas Hakenberger, Jacob
Handl, Hieronymus Praetorius, and others. The same sources also contain
pieces that show bonds with the region of the former Poland-Lithuania
and reflect a continuing cultural exchange. First and foremost it repre-
sents composers who were born or held various positions in the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth: Marcin Mielczewski, Adam Jarzębski, Adam
of Wągrowiec, Franciszek Lilius, Petrus de Drusina, Tarquinio Merula, Vin-
cenzo Bertolusi, and others. The album also features anonymous compo-
sitions and above-mentioned popular dances characteristic of the region.
Some of the compositions are fairly unique. These seventeenth-century col-
lections of music represent the colourful mixture of musical repertoire and
lively foreign connections. The confluence of different cultures bound by
historical vicissitudes lent a unique character to the musical repertoire of
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.
Translated by Veronika Janatjeva
23Ibid., p. XIII.
